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For the political geographer, the meaning and value of
this twentieth century phenomenon in world affairs rests on
the possibility of a new alignment of States. In the past,
groupings of territorial units have been imposed by more
powerful States and have taken the form of empires or alliances
for military purposes, either offensive or defensive. With the
single exception of the British Empire, and that only in recent
years, there has been no free association of States. Even the
British Empire, as it wTas organized before the passing of the
Statute of Westminster, was the result of conquest combined
with the rewards of discovery and exploration. So also was the
case with the Empires of France, Belgium, Holland and
Germany. The U.S.A. found it necessary to fight their Civil
War in order to impose unity, and at least economic and
political pressure has been used to consolidate the Soviet
Union.
Today the world is divided into States which may associate
freely in their relations with each other on the political level,
although their economic relations will continue to be guided
by the necessity of feeding, clothing and housing their peoples,
and therefore by the interchange of commodities of many
kinds. In an ideal world, the relationships between these
politically independent units would be integrated in a global
pattern designed to facilitate the growth of a World Common-
wealth, but such a unification, desirable as it may be, should
not be expected in too short a time. There are still too many
obstacles in the way of complete unity. Differences in political
ideologies, in traditional outlook and culture, not to mention
diversity in language and religion, all of which have developed
over long periods of time, cannot be swept away overnight.
Rather would it be wiser to proceed by way of an intermediary
stage which may be shortly described as functional co-operation
on a regional basis.
Mackinder's "geographical realities" suggest the framework
within which such a grouping of States may come about and
act as a prelude to the later growth of world unity, always
provided that each of the regional groupings realizes that
its interests will be best served by inter-group co-operation.
The U.S.S.R. is already united, and what is more, has built